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Executive summary  
As the sector serving the public interest, the Australian Public Service (APS) should reflect the broader 
community including Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CALD) Australians. 1  However, CALD 
employees are overrepresented at lower APS classification levels and underrepresented at higher 
levels including in the Senior Executive Service (SES). CALD leadership brings numerous benefits to the 
APS, including increased intercultural and linguistic expertise and enhanced retention of CALD staff. 
Therefore, this policy paper makes two recommendations to further CALD leadership within the SES 
Band level. First, a whole-of-APS CALD target for SES roles should be implemented, and second, an 
agency level sponsorship program for high-performing Executive Level (EL) staff from CALD 
backgrounds should be created.  

Context  
Policy issue   
Australia is often hailed as the world’s most successful multicultural society, where over 250 different 
ancestries are represented and nearly half the population was born overseas or has at least one 
foreign-born parent (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2022; Australian Government Department of 
Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2018, p. 2). The APS, which delivers programs and policies for the public, 
should accordingly represent the diversity of the Australian population (Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development, 2009, p. 2). However, while diverse public servants such as CALD 
employees are overrepresented at more junior levels, the APS struggles with attracting and retaining 
diverse public servants at senior levels (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2018, p. 25). For 
example, as seen in Figure 1, in 2021 only 6% of SES employees in comparison to 14% of EL employees 
came from a Non-English Speaking Background (NESB) (Tableau Public, 2021).2 

 
1 The definition of CALD adopted in this paper is provided by Sawrikar and Katz (2009, p. 2), who refer to the 
CALD Australians as “Australia’s non-Indigenous ethnic groups other than the English-speaking Anglo-Saxon 
majority". 
2 NESB is made up of the two components of NESB 1 and NESB 2. NESB 1 refers to people born overseas who 
arrived in Australia after the age of five and whose first language was not English, and NESB 2 refers to the 
children of those migrants (Australian Public Service Commission, 2020). The NESB statistics provided in Figure 
1 have been calculated through data from the 2021 APS Employee Database (Tableau, 2022) and have been 
rounded to the nearest whole number.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A key challenge for overcoming CALD underrepresentation is unconscious bias in recruitment 
(Australian Government Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, 2017). For example, one 
Australian study found that to receive the same number of interviews as an Anglo-Saxon applicant, an 
applicant with a Chinese name must submit 68% more resumes and an applicant with a Middle Eastern 
name must submit 64% more (Booth et al., 2012, p. 558). In the context of APS leadership, unconscious 
bias contributes to two problems that exacerbate underrepresentation. First, CALD 
underrepresentation in SES roles resulting from unconscious bias may contribute to stereotypes that 
CALD employees are not assertive or aspirational enough to be leaders (Australian Human Rights 
Commission, 2018, p. 29). Second, the existing underrepresentation may encourage CALD staff to 
leave the APS for better promotion prospects, as reflected through the phrase ‘you can’t be what you 
can’t see’ (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2018, p. 17).  

A second challenge contributing to CALD underrepresentation relates to the traditional focus on 
workplace diversity rather than inclusion in OECD countries such as Australia (Nolan-Flecha, 2019, p. 
6). Diversity refers to the representation of employees across various elements of difference, and in 
the APS context with respect to CALD Australians often involve celebrating events such as Lunar New 
Year and Ramadan (Australian Public Service Commission, 2021c, p. 75). In contrast, inclusion refers 
to the degree to which diverse employees experience belonging and are empowered to make 
meaningful contributions in the workplace context (McKinsey, 2021, p. 4). A lack of inclusion for many 
CALD public servants however is illustrated through 2021 APS Employee Census data, which found 
that a ‘larger proportion of respondents in CALD groups perceived discrimination over the last 12 
months than other employees’ (Australian Public Service Commission, 2021e, p. 11).  

Policy landscape  
Even though there are whole-of-APS Diversity and Inclusion (D&I) strategies aimed at facilitating the 
inclusion of diverse groups such as women, people with disability and Indigenous Australians 
(Australian Public Service Commission, 2021b), there is currently no whole-of-APS CALD strategy 
(Australian Public Service Commission, 2021c, p. 75). Therefore, efforts to increase CALD 
representation, especially in leadership, are more piecemeal and have often lacked accountability. For 
example, the Secretaries Equality and Diversity Council in 2017 agreed to strategies such as 
encouraging recruitment agencies to consider SES candidates from CALD backgrounds, appointing 

Figure 1: Proportion of NESB staff at each APS classification level 
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CALD Champions and creating CALD Networks (Australian Government Department of Prime Minister 
and Cabinet, 2017). However, limited progress appears to have been made since only 37.1% of APS 
agencies had CALD-related ‘action plans, strategies and/or policies’ by 2019 (Australian Public Service 
Commission, 2019, p. 173).  

Importance of the issue  
Increased CALD leadership produces tangible benefits for the APS. First, the intercultural and linguistic 
skills of CALD Australians are an invaluable capability, especially in roles related to furthering 
Australia’s bilateral engagement with other countries (Australian Government Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade, 2018, p. 2; Australian Government Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, 2019, 
p. 200). A CALD perspective is also necessary for domestic policymaking since recruiting leaders who 
possess lived experience as CALD Australians can lead to better engagement with, and understanding 
of, issues facing CALD communities (Goldman et al., 2021, p. 2). For example, a lack of understanding 
of the needs of CALD communities during COVID-19 is seen in the fact that the Department of Home 
Affairs used Google Translate to provide public health messaging (Dalzell, 2020).  

Aside from intercultural and linguistic expertise, increased CALD leadership in the APS leads to 
increased retention of CALD public servants and therefore reduced staff turnover. For example, 
research from the United Kingdom (UK) found that 52% of black, Asian and minority ethnic employees, 
in contrast to 38% of white employees, believed that they would have to leave their current 
organisation for career progression (YouGov, 2019, p. 4). Increased CALD representation in leadership 
positions, therefore, signals to junior CALD staff that the APS provides realistic opportunities to be 
promoted (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2018, p. 17).  

Recommendations   
This policy paper focuses on two recommendations to increase CALD leadership in the APS:  

1. The implementation of a whole-of-APS CALD target for SES roles; and  
2. The creation of a sponsorship program for EL staff from CALD backgrounds.  

Recommendation 1: CALD target    
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Figure 2: Phases of whole-of-APS CALD target  



Overview  
A whole-of-APS target to increase CALD representation in SES roles should be introduced (Australian 
Human Rights Commission, 2018; McGregor-Smith, 2017), where the key phases of the process are 
outlined in Figure 2. The CALD target should be part of a broader effort to create a whole-of-APS CALD 
strategy (Federation of Ethnic Communities' Councils of Australia, 2018, p. 2), with the strategy 
coordinated by a Working Group led by the Australian Public Service Commission (APSC). The Working 
Group should draw on existing D&I staff from across different APS agencies and in addition should 
have dedicated staffing at the EL2 level and below, such as APS6 and EL1 level staff. The Working 
Group should report to the Secretaries Equality and Diversity Council on progress towards the creation 
and implementation of the CALD strategy including a CALD target.   

Calculation and implementation   
The whole-of-APS target should reflect the percentage of CALD Australians in the broader Australian 
population. Since CALD has been defined as “Australia’s non-Indigenous ethnic groups other than the 
English-speaking Anglo-Saxon majority” (Sawrikar & Katz, 2009, p. 2), ethnicity data is required to 
determine the CALD target. Since the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) will not be collating ethnicity 
data until the 2027 Census (Yussuf & Walden, 2022), Non-English Speaking Background (NESB) status 
is the best proxy to measure the proportion of CALD Australians despite its noted problems. 3 
Therefore, the APSC-led Working Group should work with the APSC Workforce Research and Analysis 
team to calculate an NESB-based CALD target through analysis of 2021 Australian Bureau of Statistics 
(ABS) Census data. The target for CALD leadership calculated through NESB status should be 
implemented until 2027, by which time it can be replaced by an updated target based on ethnicity 
data from the 2026 ABS Census.  

Like efforts aimed at achieving gender parity in APS leadership, each APS agency should be committed 
to achieving the CALD target within their specific workplace (Australian Government, 2016, p. 15). 
First, each agency should review its existing CALD programs and policies, as well as analyse APS 
Employee Census and Human Resources (HR) data to understand the extent of CALD 
underrepresentation. Second, each agency should implement and coordinate tailored methods to 
overcome CALD-related issues including underrepresentation, such as through development 
programs for CALD staff,4 and inclusive workplace training.5 Furthermore, agencies should engage 
with private sector and community stakeholders such as CALD not-for-profits. Outreach should be 
aimed at achieving a broader understanding of CALD underrepresentation in leadership, as it is a 
systematic issue not confined to the public sector (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2018). Third, 
agencies will then monitor progress towards the whole-of-APS target and report on progress in their 
respective Annual Report. Furthermore, the data will be annually provided to the APSC-led Working 
Group for incorporation into the APSC State of the Service Report. During this process explained above, 

 
3 The ABS has recommended that NESB as a proxy for CALD status should be replaced by a more comprehensive 
range of cultural and language indicators (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2022). However, many APS agencies 
continue to release data relating to NESB status as an indicator of CALD background. For example, see the APSC’s 
State of the Service Report 2020-21 (Australian Public Service Commission, 2021b). 
4 A secondment program that brings CALD Australians from the private sector into public sector leadership 
roles could be one short-term method to increase CALD leadership.  
5 While each agency should individually determine the best methods to increase CALD leadership within their 
agency context, mandatory workplace inclusion training across the APS should be systematically introduced to 
improve the inclusion of all diverse groups in the APS. Inclusion training should involve educating participants 
on issues such as unconscious bias and cross-cultural communication.  



the APSC-led Working Group should provide advice and guidance to agencies (Australian Public Service 
Commission, 2021a). 

Cost of implementation  
The cost to the APSC of the whole-of-APS CALD strategy, including the CALD target, is the cost of 
funding the APSC-led Working Group. Since the Working Group will primarily consist of existing D&I 
staff from various agencies, the only cost is for dedicated staff to coordinate the Working Group. If 
staffing consists of EL2, EL1 and APS6 level staff at the 1.0 FTE, the total cost to the APSC on an annual 
basis is $354,000.6 The cost to each agency for implementation of the CALD strategy, including the 
CALD target, will vary depending on capacity and capability. At minimum, a low-cost solution is the 
allocation of an EL2 employee at the 1.0 FTE to lead the agency’s response with the support of CALD 
Network staff.7 Assuming CALD Network staff can dedicate an agreed amount of time from their 
existing role, the only agency level cost is $145,000 per annum to fund the EL2 role.8  

ABC case study  
One example of a CALD target in practice was the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC)’s goal to 
achieve 15% NESB representation in senior executive leadership by August 2022 (Australian 
Broadcasting Corporation, 2021, p. 9). A range of strategies were introduced as part of the ABC target 
such as workplace training and inclusive recruitment practices (Australian Broadcasting Corporation, 
2021, p. 17). However, Recommendation 1 avoids exclusively relying on NESB data as a proxy for CALD 
status through proposing an ethnicity-based target from 2027. Furthermore, Recommendation 1 is 
aimed at creating systematic change through implementing a whole-of-APS target instead of focusing 
on a singular workplace context as is the case with the ABC example.      

Recommendation 2: Sponsorship program  
Overview   
The implementation of a sponsorship program, which involves pairing EL employees from CALD 
backgrounds with SES level employees, is one method for agencies to achieve the CALD target outlined 
in Recommendation 1. In contrast to mentoring, which involves professional development through 
career coaching and advice, sponsorship involves the SES level sponsor acting as an advocate for the 
EL employee’s professional advancement. Sponsorship is therefore a key strategy to foster inclusion 
of CALD staff in the APS (Bain & Company, 2021, p. 34).  

Design and implementation  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
6 Costs are based on the median base salary of APS staff as outlined in the APSC 2020 Remuneration Report 
and have been rounded to the nearest thousand dollars. 
7 Ibid.  
8 Ibid.  

Figure 3: Phases of designing and implementing a sponsorship program  
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The sponsorship program should be implemented on an individual agency level, where Figure 3 
outlines the program’s main phases. Design, implementation, and evaluation of the program should 
involve dedicated resourcing of a Program Coordinator in each agency, such as a HR staff member at 
the EL2 level. The role is likely to be part-time, such as a 0.4 Full Time Equivalent (FTE) at an annual 
cost of $58,000 (Australian Public Service Commission, 2020, p. 7).9 As with Recommendation 2, 
additional resourcing if required could be provided at no extra cost through CALD Network staff.  

The pre-commencement phase of the sponsorship program should take around three months. During 
this phase, the Program Coordinator should determine the program’s monthly themes through a 
method such as staff consultations. For example, unconscious bias should be one of the program 
themes as it is a key issue contributing to CALD underrepresentation (Australian Government 
Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, 2017). The unconscious bias month should be aimed at 
educating white sponsors about the importance of facilitating an inclusive APS culture and should 
highlight the importance of using privilege to promote racial equity (Erskine & Bilimoria, 2019, p. 321). 
Once the program themes are decided, SES level sponsors could be recruited through an open call. 
Determining which high performing EL staff should be approached could be done through reviewing 
the agency’s talent management process (Australian Public Service Commission, 2021d). To ensure a 
high-quality program is implemented, only a small number of participants, such as less than 20  
sponsors and proteges in total, should be selected.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The sponsorship program itself could be six months to ensure that EL2 employees can meaningfully 
benefit from the program’s prolonged nature. A small launch event and closing event could also be 
held at the start and end of the program respectively, costing up to $600 per event. As seen in Figure 
4, there should be both organised and self-organised components for each month of the program, 
where the organised component could be a group seminar for all participants. Since unconscious bias 
should be one of the program themes, the organised part of the unconscious bias month could be a 
training session,10 which can cost around $1,900 if using an external provider.11 For the organised 
portion for the other five months, a different SES level sponsor each month could make a presentation 
related to the month’s theme for the wider cohort.  

 
9 Ibid.  
10 As per Footnote 5, unconscious bias training, in the long run, should be part of a wider systematic change to 
mandatorily introduce training on workplace inclusion.  
11 One example of an external unconscious bias training program is from the Diversity Council Australia (DCA), 
which runs a one-hour unconscious bias program for up to 15 participants costing $1870 for DCA members 
(Diversity Council Australia, 2018).  

SPONSORSHIP PROGRAM 
Each month of the sponsorship program should revolve around a different theme 

and consist of the following two parts: 

1. Organised component
•Group activity for all participants
•e.g. unconscious bias training, presentation from SES level sponsor 

2. Self-organised component 
•Private meeting between each sponsor and protege, with content 

determined by pair's desired goals 
•e.g. reverse-mentoring session 

Figure 4: Overview of sponsorship program  



The self-organised component of each month is an opportunity for each sponsor/protege pair to 
determine the nature of their meetings depending on their goals, such as if the protege wishes to be 
introduced to specific senior contacts, or if the sponsor wishes to learn how to be a better ally. For 
example, one self-organised activity could be reverse mentoring, which involves the EL2 protege 
privately sharing their lived experience as a CALD staff member with their sponsor (YouGov, 2019, p. 
8).  

After the end of the six months, program evaluation should be conducted by Program Coordinator. 
Feedback from consultations with program participants, with a focus on whether the program helped 
to contribute to workplace inclusion and promotion prospects for CALD staff, can be used to dictate 
future iterations of the program. Based on the outlined program costs, the total cost of implementing 
a sponsorship program in the first year on an agency level is $61,000.12   

UK case study   
Run by the UK Government Communications Service, ‘Connecting Diverse Voices’ is a mentoring 
program that matches senior leaders with diverse colleagues. The program’s aim is for mentees to 
share their knowledge and experience of a particular D&I area, and for the senior leaders to offer 
guidance on leadership, career progression and development (United Kingdom Government 
Communication Service, 2021). While Recommendation 2 in this policy paper also proposes reverse 
mentoring as one aspect of the program, this recommendation goes beyond mentoring through 
instead focusing on the benefits of sponsorship for the workplace progression of CALD staff. 

Limitations and barriers   
Based on research from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (2009, p. 5), 
the key barrier to increasing diversity in the public sector is the lack of ‘real or concrete evidence 
regarding the benefits it may bring to government performance’. Therefore, to maximise the business 
case for CALD leadership in the APS, compelling and irrefutable evidence must be presented. 
Furthermore, since financial and resource costs is another barrier to implementation (Dean, 2010, p. 
72), it is necessary to demonstrate how costs can be reduced. For example, knowledge and capacity-
sharing between APS agencies, as highlighted in Recommendation 1, is one key approach for cost-
minimising.  

Conclusion  
Increased CALD leadership at the SES level of the APS will enhance the representativeness of the 
government and will optimise workplace performance through incorporating the skills and expertise 
of CALD Australians. Two recommendations have been made to further CALD representation in SES 
roles. First, a whole-of-government target for CALD employees in the SES will actively elevate a greater 
proportion of CALD representation into APS leadership. Second, a sponsorship program at the agency 
level will enable EL staff from CALD backgrounds to better access SES level opportunities.   

Word count: 2654  

  

 
12 To the nearest thousand dollars.  
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